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On behalf of members of both the Social Responsibilities Round Table of ALA and of the Progressive Librarians Guild, I want to thank program organizers of this first Joint Conference of Librarians of Color for accepting the proposal for this panel exploring the topic of librarians and social movements.  These two groups are active participants in those realms of librarianship, which see social responsibilities as central to the mission of our profession.   Members of both SRRT and PLG work to incorporate social responsibilities into our daily lives as librarians.  While both groups share a great deal in common, there are important differences, which largely arise from the differing experiences and social climates that existed at the times of their founding.

SRRT has its roots in the great social movements leading up to, and away from, that tumultuous and transformative decade of the 1960s.  During this time, librarianship was shaken to its core and out of its social and political complacency by librarians imbued with the spirit – and the activism – of the civil rights movement – librarians like E. J. Josey and so many others.  These librarians were not afraid to recognize and question the many ways in which our profession operated on a daily basis to perpetuate racism and social injustice.  

In his introduction to the book What Black Librarians are Saying, published in 1972 by Scarecrow Press, E. J. Josey quoted a statement, issued in 1966 by the National Committee of Negro Churchmen, that addressed the slogan “black power” which, at that time, was a contentious phrase both within and between black and white communities.  I want to read the entire quote, as it reveals a fundamental understanding that is needed so very much in our own times.

The fundamental distortion facing us in the controversy about black power is rooted in a gross imbalance of power and conscience between Negroes and White Americans.  It is this distortion, mainly, which is responsible for the widespread, though often inarticulate, assumption that white people are justified in getting what they want through the use of power, but that Negro Americans must… make their appeal only through conscience.  As a result, the power of white men and the conscience of black men have both been corrupted.  The power of white men is corrupted because it meets little meaningful resistance from Negroes to temper it and keep white men from aping God.  The conscience of black men is corrupted because having no power to implement the demands of conscience, the concern for justice is transmuted into a distorted form of love, which, in the absence of justice, becomes chaotic self-surrender.  Powerlessness breeds a race of beggars.  We are faced now with a situation where conscienceless power meets powerless conscience, threatening the very foundation of our nation.  

With the establishment of SRRT, many librarians found a home inside ALA within which to examine the ways libraries could serve groups of people who had not been adequately served (if at all) by our nations libraries.  For example, SRRT was home until a few years ago, to the Coretta Scott King Award Task Force.  Strange as it might seem today, no other unit in ALA would give the librarians who founded this prestigious book award a place to hold meetings.  SRRT did.  What is today the Ethnic Material Information Exchange Round Table also got its start in SRRT.  Feminist librarians, gay librarians found a place within SRRT from which they could advocate for the concerns of women, girls, gays, lesbians, and people questioning their sexual identity.  Librarians involved in labor unions, in the environmental movement, in anti-war movements, and librarians who championed the rights of poor people, the homeless and the hungry, all have found a place at the table of librarianship thru SRRT.  What has united all these librarians is a passion for both librarianship and for fairness and equity throughout our society and our world.

While SRRT’s foundations lay in the lives of librarians engaged in the struggles of the 1950s, ‘60s and early-70s, PLG’s foundations are in the 1980s, and while the members of PLG identify closely with SRRT (and many, like myself, are members of both groups) there are differences.

The 1980s produced a generation of socially-minded librarians who examined interrelationships between the various sectors of society – rich and poor, haves and have-nots, powerful and powerless – and our profession.  We had learned many lessons from several generations of social activists/reformers, we saw new manifestations of imbalances of power, new methods of creating, maintaining social inequity, and we examined the ways in which librarianship both maintained and challenged the status quo.  

We observed the political movement to “downsize government” and realized it was aimed at eroding the tax base that supported public institutions and infrastructures – like libraries – in order to benefit the profits of the corporate world.  We saw technological developments which our profession was embracing without question, and without regard to potential consequences in terms of employment, health, finances, and equity of access – what we now call the digital divide.  We also witnessed the increasingly sophisticated use of the mass media to, not only to inform and entertain, but to influence and manipulate public thinking on all aspects of life – from the personal to the political.  We  knew of the covert military and economic practices used by the forces of conscienceless power to pursue their own agendas at the expense of the lives and well-being of ordinary people worldwide.  And, most importantly, we saw that librarianship had connections to all these developments.

We on this panel today, are here not to talk so much about the past, but to share with you a picture of what we see are the challenges to librarianship in the present in the face of the consequences of growing disparities of power in today’s world.  

As all present in this room are aware, racism is alive and well within the United States of American today – in spite of the fact that people of color occupy positions of power at almost every level of our society.  Today a black woman is Secretary of State of the most powerful nation in the world.  A Latino presides over that nation’s Department of Justice.   Facts like these cause some people to believe that racism is a thing of the past.  And, indeed, some aspects of our nation’s racist past have disappeared.  However, in some very important ways the changes are merely cosmetic.

We are faced now with a situation where conscienceless power meets powerless conscience, threatening the very foundation of our nation.

I repeat these words, of 40 years ago, because they are as true today as they were then.

Today we have conscienceless power that is destroying the U.S. Constitution and the rule of law.  That conscienceless power approves of torture.  It invades countries and kills people who have never threatened our peaceful slumbers.  It builds walls along our borders to keep out people who should be welcomed as friends.  It continues the centuries old theft of indigenous people’s lands and cultures worldwide.  It refuses to address in any meaningful way the threat we in the U.S. pose to the well-being of our planet.  The wealthy class increases its wealth every second of the day, while the middle class inches toward poverty and the poor toward death.  

Today we have people of conscience who know that the abandonment of rights and laws are leading our nation into a nightmare of arbitrary searches and seizures, imprisonment without charge and legal representation, and the banishment of intellectual freedom from our academies and media and public forums.  People of conscience, millions of them around the world, protested the U.S. invasion of Iraq early in 2003 – these people knew Iraq posed no threat to the U.S. but were powerless in the face of lies emanating from the White House.   People of conscience are gravely concerned about the realities of global warming, massive loss of biological diversity, and the great need for sustainable economic systems.  People of conscience know that the U.S. governing class today does the bidding of the corporate world, not of the people.  

People of conscience know these things, but not necessarily because our libraries are informing them.  I suggest that our libraries and many librarians today, are much like the libraries and librarians of the late-50s and early-60s.  Go to almost any public library today and look at the magazine section.  Do you see much of anything that you can’t find at the local supermarket?  We have glossy magazines filled with photos of beautiful and handsome models of all races, with articles following the daily lives of sports heroes and celebrities, but where are the stories of people who aren’t rich and famous?  Where are the magazines with photos of women around the globe who sew stuffed animals for children in the U.S. or the men who sweat in the sugarcane for the excess calories of our overweight population?   How many of our libraries put up exhibits informing patrons of the critical issues of our day?   Librarianship is supposed to take on the responsibility to provide people with the information they need to be informed citizens of a democracy.  Are we doing that?

The struggles to desegregate librarianship involved heated battles within ALA, debates on the floor of Council, resolutions condemning racist practices, and changes to ALA policies regarding the social responsibilities of librarianship.  Today’s library activists often meet with the same scorn as E. J. Josey and his fellow civil rights activists met with 40 and 50 years ago.  And this scorn comes from colleagues of all colors.  Today, conscienceless power knows no color line.  And powerless conscience is uniting across color line to challenge the new multi-racial power elite.  

The black power of the past, needs to become the people power of the present if we are to save what remains of not only the actuality of our democracy, but the memory of democracy, for many of our young people have no idea what is being lost right here and now in the United States of America, and they will grow up in a society artificially transformed into one of fear and apathy.  

ALA’s mission reads in part,

ALA recognizes its broad social responsibilities.  The broad social responsibilities of the ALA are defined in terms of the contribution that librarianship can make in ameliorating or solving the critical problems of society; support for efforts to help inform and educate the people of the Untied States on these problems and to encourage them to examine the many views on and the facts regarding each problem; and the willingness of ALA to take a position on current critical issues…

As librarians it is imperative that we start walking the walk.  We can talk a good streak, we know how to b.s. a good line, but now is the time to practice our principles.  We can no longer afford to be neutral professionals, we must all become activist librarians, like the ones on this panel.  

